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x There were 444 PVCs in the 92 census institutions in England as of June 2016, including 
21 vacant posts. This equates to an average of 5.4 PVCs per institution in the old 
universities compared to 4.3 in the new. 
x The PVC cohort in new universities is more socio-demographically diverse than that of the 
old universities, with a higher proportion of female (34% compared to 27%) and non-white 
(5% versus 2%) post holders. Nevertheless, PVCs remain predominantly white men.  
x There is little diversity in either sub-sector in terms of professional background; PVCs 
remain almost exclusively career academics coming into the role via the traditional 
academic management route, i.e. head of department then dean/head of school. 
x The binary divide is still in evidence for old universities which recruit PVCs almost 
exclusively from within their own sub-sector. In contrast, new universities appoint similar 
numbers of PVCs from both sub-sectors. The direction of travel is thus largely old to new. 
x Forty five percent of PVCs in old universities are now appointed by external open 
competition, which is the norm in the new universities, rather than internal secondment.  
x Where PVC posts are externally advertised, old and new universities are equally likely to 
use the services of executive search agents (ESAs).  
x There are a number of structural differences between old and new universities that may 
explain why the latter appoint more female PVCs. These include a greater institutional 
focus on teaching and learning and the student experience which provides more 
opportunities for female managers who tend to be congregated in these portfolio areas.  
x The cultural dimension is also important. Given their underlying principle of widening 
participation, new universities may be more supportive of, and hence more attractive to, 
female candidates.  
x Recommendations to improve recruitment practice include the adoption of a variety of 
candidate assessment methods, such as practical exercises or psychometric testing, to 
minimise the potential for systematic assessment bias resulting from an overreliance on the 
traditional panel interview. 
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Research Context and Aims 
 
Research context 
Higher education in the UK has been transformed in scale and complexity over the last few 
decades (Scott, 1995). However, there has been one constant throughout this period of change: 
PHQ¶VGRPLQDQFH of senior leadership positions (Shepherd, 2015). Despite the fact that women 
now comprise the majority of higher education students (56%) and staff (54%) ± including 45% of 
academic staff - 80% of vice chancellors and 65% of deputy and pro vice chancellors (PVCs1) are 
men (ECU, 2015a; ECU, 2015b). This relative dearth of women at the top of higher education is 
not unique to the UK; across the 27 countries in the EU, for example, only 10% of universities 
that award PhDs are headed by a woman (European Commission, 2012). This male-dominated 
hierarchy is problematic not only from a social justice, but also a business perspective given that 
more diverse executive management teams have been shown to improve organisational 
performance (Noland et al., 2016). Although the lack of inclusivity at the top of higher education 
applies also to ethnicity and disability (ECU, 2015a), it is the issue of gender that forms the 
primary focus for this study.  
 
In the UK, progress towards redressing the gender imbalance at the top of higher education has 
been slow (Davison and Burke, 2004). Recent efforts have followed two main strategies: µIL[¶WKH
RUJDQLVDWLRQDQGµIL[¶WKHZRPHQ7KHILUVWLVFKDUDFWHULVHGE\WKHLQWURGXFWLRQRI equality and 
diversity policies and procedures and the second by a series of initiatives, notably the Leadership 
)RXQGDWLRQIRU+LJKHU(GXFDWLRQ¶VIHPDOH-only Aurora and Leadership Matters programmes, 
designed to encourage and support the development of women as leaders. These µIL[¶WKHZRPHQ 
initiatives are based on the premise RIZRPHQ¶V missing agency, i.e. a perceived lack of self-
confidence or ambition that leads women to opt out of applying for senior management positions. 
This claim may be overstated. Shepherd (2017), for example, found little difference between male 
and female deans and heads of school in terms of their aspirations to secure a more senior 
university management job.  Missing agency alone is thus unlikely to provide an adequate 
explanation for ZRPHQ¶V continued under-representation at the top of higher education. For, 
however many women enter the leadership pipeline, however ambitious they are and however 
                                            
 
1
 The term PVC is used throughout to include both deputy and pro vice chancellors and those with 
equivalent job titles (e.g. vice presidents, where the head of institution has the title president).  
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hard they µlean in¶(Sandberg, 2013) they must nevertheless still negotiate the recruitment 
process that serves as the gateway to these roles.  
 
This recruitment and selection process for senior posts is a major determinant of the 
demographic of an LQVWLWXWLRQ¶V executive management team (UUK, 2009). As such, it is 
essential it is undertaken both effectively and equitably. Nevertheless, talented and ambitious 
women may be disadvantaged by a number of structural factors associated with this process, 
including a lack of external career capital, conservatism and homosociability, i.e. the tendency 
WRUHFUXLWLQRQH¶VRZQLPDJH (Shepherd, 2017). Moreover, although both men and women 
retain a strong belief in meritocratic recruitment, whereby the best person gets the job (Simpson 
et al., 2010), a recent study found that male graduates of the Leadership Foundation¶VTop 
Management Programme (a rite of passage for would-be PVCs and vice chancellors) who 
subsequently apply for a more senior management role are more than twice as likely as their 
female counterparts to be successful (Manfredi et al., 2014).  
 
The notion of meritocracy is a powerful one within higher education, including in relation to 
promotion and recruitment. However, it is not a neutral concept. As originally conceived by 
Michael Young (Young, 1958) it was a pejorative term used to warn against a system in which 
elites utilise the notion of merit to maintain their own status ± and thus perpetuate social 
inequality (Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014). However, over the years it has taken on a more positive 
connotation: since the fundamental premise of meritocracy is that status is achieved rather than 
inherited, its proponents (notable amongst them the British Prime Minister, Theresa May) regard 
it as a fair system that can help address social disadvantage. To its critics, on the other hand, it 
is no more than a myth which serves to justify the status quo. This is because the dominant 
group has a monopoly on defining what constitutes merit, allowing it to preserve its own power 
and privilege. 
 
Despite being identified as an important policy issue (Deem, 2000), there is little documented 
research on the recruitment and selection of executive team members in the UK (Kennie and 
Woodfield, 2008) and we know very little about the realities of organisational practice. The 
relatively little empirical work undertaken to date has focused on vice chancellors, for example, 
(Bargh et al., 2000), and although PVCs fulfil a distinctive and vital management role ± as well 
as forming the main recruitment pool from which future vice chancellors will be selected - they 




Aims and objectives 
This research builds upon my doctoral study into the appointment of PVCs to address this 
research gap. This earlier study found that an increasing number of pre-1992 (old) universities 
are moving to appoint their PVCs by external open competition rather than internal, fixed-term 
secondment. However, this opening up of posts to external candidates has, counter intuitively, 
led to a narrowing in the gender and professional profile of successful candidates who remain 
predominantly white, male professors (Shepherd, 2016). These findings raise the important 
question of whether this same outcome is being mirrored in the new universities and, if not, why 
not? 
This study provides an empirical evidence base to answer this question. Its specific objectives 
are: 
x To map the socio-demographic and professional profile of the PVC population across both old 
and new English universities and, in so doing, provide a baseline from which to measure 
change/progress 
x To investigate current PVC appointment practice in a sample of new universities and compare 
this with recent interview data from old universities in order to ascertain any differences in 
approach 
x To identify examples of good practice and any lessons that old universities embarking upon an 
external open competition process for PVC posts can learn from the experience of new 
universities (and vice versa)  
x To make recommendations, with reference to this and other relevant recent research, about 
how appointment practLFHPD\EHLPSURYHGWRKHOSXQLYHUVLWLHVDSSRLQWWKHµEHVW¶39&VGUDZQ







A mixed methods research strategy of employing different methods to produce different types of 
data was adopted with the aim of generating a richer and more more comprehensive picture of 
the phenomenon under investigation (Horowitz and Gerson, 2002) and increasing the robustness 
of the findings. Specifically, the research comprised what are sometimes considered quantitative 
(census) as well as qualitative (semi-structured interviews) methods in two distinct data collection 
phases. The quantitative data from the census enabled the scoping of the macro level, i.e. the 
overall PVC profile, while the qualitative data from the interviews were used to examine the micro 
level, i.e. the specific appointment procedures employed and vice chancellors 9&V¶views of the 
process. This mixed methods approach had the advantage of providing a degree of both 
methodological and data triangulation (Bryman, 2008). 
Phase One: Census of PVCs 
The initial data collection method was a census, or enumeration of an entire population. This was 
designed to provide a snapshot in time of the demographic and professional profile of PVCs 
across both old and new universities, thereby providing a current data set against which to 
measure change over time. Although extremely time consuming, a census was preferred to a 
survey as a more effective means of obtaining an overview of the entire PVC population. It both 
offered the required breadth of coverage and permited the collection of structured and consistent 
data to facilitate the mapping of variables across institutions.  
The primary data source was the university website (corporate pages, press releases and staff 
profiles), supplemented as necessary by non-university online sources, such as LinkedIn. All data 
were gathered within the month of June 2016 and recorded on a standard template, an example 
of which is provided as Appendix 1. This shows the units of data that were gathered for each 
individual PVC, i.e. name, academic title, gender, ethnicity2, subject discipline, job titile (including 
specific portfolio/area of responsibility where relevant), date of appointment and  previous role 
and institution.  
Although the original intention had been to include all members of Universities UK, it was 
subsequently decided to limit the institutions geographically to those in England so as to 
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correspond exactly with the parameters of an existing data set of all PVC job adverts in English 
universities placed in Times Higher Education and on the jobs.ac.uk website. This data set 
covers a ten-and-a-half-year period from January 2006 through to the date of the census in June 
2016. The cross referencing of the two data sets added another dimension to the SRHE research 
by permitting the identification of a sub-group of the PVC population who were appointed by 
means of external advertisement, with or without the use of executive search agents (ESAs). 
Moreover, it provided a means of data triangulation that allowed the accuracy and completeness 
of the census data to be verified. 
Furthermore, for the sake of manageability and comparability, I decided to exclude from the 
census population small, specialist and private institutions, such as the Guildhall School of Music 
and Drama and Buckingham University (institutions which were also not included in the advert 
monitoring exercise). After these filters were applied, the census comprised 92 institutions: 42 
pre-1992 (old) and 50 post-1992 (new) universities, as listed in Appendix 2.  
Sampling was not an issue at the level of individuals since the census was designed to include 
the entire population of serving PVCs within these institutions. As of June 2016, these numbered 
423, plus 21 vacant posts. 
Phase Two: Semi-structured interviews with VCs 
Phase Two comprised six semi-structured interviews with VCs from new universities in England. 
Interviews were selected for the micro phase of the study because of their unique potential for 
accessing LQGLYLGXDOV¶GHVFULSWLRQVRIWKHOLYHGZRUOG (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). A semi-
structured interview format was chosen in preference to that of a structured one as it allows 
people to respond more on their own terms (May, 2001).  
A purposive sampling strategy was adopted (Denscombe, 2007) whereby participants were 
selected on the basis that they had something significant to contribute to the research topic, in 
this case in relation to recruiting for diversity. Specifically, the sample comprised heads of those 
instititions identified from the census as having a relatively high proportion (i.e. at least thirty 
percent) of female PVCs compared to other new universities. Only fourteen of 50 new universities 
(28%) met this criterion, meaning that the target population of VCs ± and resulting number of 
interviews - was rather smaller than originally anticipated.  
An email was sent to these fourteen VCs, wherever possible to a personal email address in order 
to minimise the impact of gatekeepers, inviting them to participate in the research. Nine VCs 
responded, three of whom declined the invitation (two of them because they were very new in 
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post) and the remaining six agreed to be interviewed (representing 12% of the study population). 
These participants comprise five male and one female VC from different regions of England.  
An informed consent form (Appendix 3) was sent out a few days in advance of the interview 
which was conducted face-to-face in a private office environment that ensured confidentiality. An 
interview schedule (Appendix 4) was developed that covered the key topics and promoted 
consistency across inteviews. However, this was not rigidly imposed and the interview was 
allowed to GHYHORSQDWXUDOO\RQWKHEDVLVWKDWµRII WRSLF¶GRHVQRt necessarily mean irrelevant. In 
broad terms the iQWHUYLHZVH[SORUHGWKHLQVWLWXWLRQ¶VDSSURDFKWRmaking PVC appointments and 
VRXJKWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶views of the perceived pros and cons of current practice and the wider issue 
of diversity at the top of higher education. :LWKSDUWLFLSDQWV¶SHUPLVVLRQWKHLQWHUYLHZVZHUH 
digitally recorded and transcribed.  
Ethics and Data Management 
Full ethical approval was obtained IURPWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI.HQW¶VUHVHDUFKHWKLFVFRPPLWWHH and 
the project was XQGHUWDNHQLQDFFRUGDQFHZLWK%(5$¶V(WKLFDO*XLGHOLQHVIRU(GXFDWLRQDO
Research. There were no particular ethical considerations in relation to the census since it was 
desk-based research utilising data already in the public domain. The interviews, on the other 
hand, involved participants in the discussion of sensitive issues concerning the appointment of 
senior colleagues and so there was the potential for detriment as a result of the accidental 
disclosure of their identity or that of the people they were discussing.  
Every effort was been made to mitigate this risk, including the use of participant codes, the 
anonymisation of transcripts and the destruction of audio files and interview notes post 
transcription. The informed consent form (Appendix 4) sets out the procedures for the responsible 
handing of data LQOLQHZLWKWKH8.'DWD$UFKLYH¶VLGHQWLILHGJRRd practice, the maintenance of 
anonymity and the avoidance of harm to participants. No individual or institution has been 






As of June 2016, there were a total of 444 PVC posts within the 92 census institutions in 
England, including 21 that were vacant pending new appointments. Demographic and 
professional data were therefore available for 423 PVCs: 224 in the old and 199 in the new 
universities. Overall, old universities have on average one more PVC post per institution than 
their newer counterparts: 5.4 compared to 4.3. 
Relative diversity of PVC cohorts 
Figure 1 illustrates the relative diversity of the PVC profile in the two sub-sectors compared to the 
traditional norm of the white male professor. This shows that new universities have a more 
diverse PVC cohort than old universities with a higher proportion of both female (34% versus 
27%3) and non-white (5% versus 2%) PVCs. However, given that across the whole census 
population the proportion of female PVCs is 30% and those from ethnic minorites is only 4%, the 
overall PVC cohort nevertheless remains predominantly male and white.  
One major difference between the sub-sectors is in the proportion of PVCs who are professors.  
In old universities the vast majority of PVCs (90%) have a professorial title but only 33% of new 
university PVCs do. This may reflect the more teaching-centric nature of the latter institutions. 
Figure 1: Relative diversity of PVC profile 
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New universities have a slightly higher proportion of PVCs who are not career academics (11% 
versus 9%). However, despite the inclusion of professional services managers (e.g. directors of 
finance or chief operating officers) whose posts have been re-titled to PVC, the overall number of 
non-academic PVCs is still relatively small. This is because VCs in both sub-sectors say that 
being a well-respected academic is a pre-requisite for most PVC jobs.  
Career routes into the PVC role 
In both sub-sectors, the largest proportion of PVCs are appointed from within their own institution: 
69% in the old and 45% in the new. The differential reflects the fact that an internal-only PVC 
recruitment process is more common in the old universities (see following section). It is also the 
case that a significant proportion of PVCs recruited via an external open competition process 
were internal candidates: 30% in the old universities and 25% in the new.  
External appointees overwhelmingly came into post from another university (Figure 2). However, 
whilst old universities recruit PVCs almost exclusively from other pre-1992 institutions, those in 
new universities recruit equally from both sub-sectors. The overall direction of travel at this 
management level is therefore primarily from the old to the new universities.  
³«LWLVZHOONQRZQLQWKHVHFWRUWKDWLI\RXKDYHDVLQJOHSRVW-92 careHUEDFNJURXQGLW¶VQRW
worth applying to the pre-VµFDXVHWKHYLHZRIWKHVHFWRULV\RXGRQ¶WJHWVKRUWOLVWHG%XW
WKHUH¶VDOVRWKHYLHZWKDWLI\RX¶YHGRQHWKHSUH-92 there is some sort of tradition and some 
sort of quality kite mark that you bring to--VRLW¶VZHOONQRZQLQWKHVHFWRUWKDWH[FKDQJHLV
RQHZD\´9& 



















In addition, there are a few appointments in each sub-sector from overseas universities.  
Given that the vast majority of PVCs in both sub sectors are career academics, it is unsurprising 
that only a very small proportion (4% in the old and 6% in the new) came into their role from any 
organisation other than a university (Figure 2) or from a non-academic post (Figure 3). 
Figure 3: Most senior post previously held by PVCs 
 
Figure 3 compares the most senior post previously held by the PVC cohort in each sub-sector. It 
shows that the traditional academic management route into a PVC position, i.e. via head of 
department then dean or head of school roles, remains unchanged. Around half of PVCs in both 
sub-sectors had been either a dean, head of school, head of department or other type of 
academic manager. A further 27% in the old and 32% in the new universities had already been a 
PVC, providing further eviGHQFHRIWKHHPHUJHQFHRIWKHµFDUHHU39&¶PRYLQJIURPRQH39&SRVW
to another (Shepherd, 2014).  In addition, a small number (10 in the old and 11 in the new) had 
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Choice of internal or external recruitment  
VC interviewees in the new universities indicated that external open competition for PVC posts is 
the norm within their institutions. The reasons given for this choice of method echo those voiced 
by their counterparts in the old university sector, i.e. that external recruitment permits internal 
candidates to be tested against the field (particularly important given that in new universities they 
are permanent positions); affords successful candidates more credibility/authority for having 
secured their post by means of external open competition; and offers greater transparency of the 
recruitment process that precludes any accusations of shoulder-tapping or ³IDYRXULWLVP´9&. 
³«WKHUH¶VQRdeals, theUH¶VQRKLGGHQDJUHHPHQWVLWV¶VWUDQVSDUHQWH[SOLFLW´ (VC2) 
The prevalence of an external open competition model of PVC recruitment within the new 
universities, is illustrated in Table 1, with nearly three-quarters (73%) of their PVCs recruited in 
this way compared to 45% in the old universities. This latter figure shows the extent to which the 
traditional internal secondment appointment model in the old universities has given way to one of 
external open competition. 
Table 1: Recruitment method 
 Old universities New universities 
Recruitment method No. % No. % 
External advertisement: 









Other external competition (method unknown) 13 5.9 32 16.1 
Internal-only process 124 55.3 54 27.1 
Total 224 100.0 199 100.0 
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 This figure may be an underestimate. This is because the permanent nature of PVC jobs in new 
universities means that it possible that some PVCs in post at the time of the census were appointed via 
external advertisements placed prior to the start of the advert monitoring exercise in January 2006. 
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As shown in Table 1, the mapping of the census data against that from the advert monitoring 
exercise revealed 200 PVCs (87 in the old universities and 113 in the new) who had been 
appointed following external advertisement of their post, regardless of whether they were internal 
or external appointees. In addition, there were 45 PVCs (13 in the old and 32 in the new 
universities) identified as having come into their current post from another institution, yet for 
whom there was no record of an external advert having being placed. The reasons for this are 
unclear. It may be because the external adverts were outside the monitoring period, in 
publications not covered by the monitoring exercise, or simply missed in error. Alternatively, 
evidence from previous interviews undertaken by the author suggests that a few institutions have 
used ESAs (or an internal search committee) to find external candidates without placing an 
advertisement.  
Use of executive search agents 
Interview participants included a cross section of VCs who normally use ESAs for PVC posts, 
who sometimes use them, who never use them, DQGWKRVHZKRXVHWKHPRQO\LIWKHLQVWLWXWLRQ¶V
initial attempt(s) have not been successful. Not surprisingly therefore there were mixed views 
about the pros and cons of utilising ESAs. On the positive side they are said to take some of the 
burden of the initial sifting of candidates off institutions and to have helped universities access 
candidates they could not otherwise have reached. Perceived disadvantages are that ESAs are 
expensive, of variable quality, may have a destabilising influence on potential candidates they 
approach and act as a salary escalator (because they get a percentage of the successful 
FDQGLGDWH¶Vsalary).  
Furthermore, as was the case with VCs in old universities, there were differing opinions as to 
whether ESAs help or hinder from a diversity perspective. Some argue that they simply 
recirculate the VDPHSRRORIFDQGLGDWHV³OLNHDFDURXVHO´: 
³WKHUHWHQGVWREHSRROVRISHRSOHWKDWSHRSOHNQRZDQGLW¶VWKHVDPHJURXSWKDWJRURXQG
XQWLOVRPHERG\¶VDSSRLQWHGDQGWKHQWKHUH¶VDQRWKHUSRRO´9& 
Others suggest that the facility to reach more candidates may lead to greater diversity. However, 
this may not necessarily be the case. One VC noted that even when ESAs do propose non-






Whatever their views on ESAs, however, the data shows that both old and new universities use 
ESAs in 65% of cases where PVC posts are externally advertised (Table 1). Space precludes a 
fuller discussion of the implications of using ESAs. However, this issue ± and others raised in this 
report - will be explored in more detail in the journal articles that form the academic output from 
this research.  
Recruitment method and gender 
Figure 3 provides an analysis of the proportion of female PVCs appointed via each recruitment 
method. This shows that the choice of method has little differential influence on the gender 
balance of successful candidates in the new universities, except in the case of external 
advertisement without the use of an ESA where it rises from 31% to 42%.  
Figure 3: Proportion of female PVCs by recruitment method 
 
In the case of the old universities, however, the proportion of women appointed via an internal-
only process is significantly higher at 35% than when any external open competition method is 
adopted (22%). This reinforces the findings from my PhD study where the same figures were 
27% and 15% respectively. However, it differs from previous data in respect of the potential 
influence of ESAs on gender balance. Whereas my earlier study found no apparent negative 
impact, here the proportion of women being appointed using ESAs is lower in both sub-sectors 
than for external advertisement alone. A recent report commissioned by the Leadership 
Foundation for Higher Education (Manfredi et al., 2017) considers some ways in which ESAs may 
both help and hinder the diversity of appointments and this is an area that warrants further 
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What Do New Universities Do Differently/Better? 
 
Whilst acknowledging that neither university sub-sector is homogenous, there are some typical 
structural and cultural characteristics that broadly differentiate old and new universities and which 
help account for the disparity in gender balance between their respective PVC profiles. In 
addition, some differences in behaviour and approach to the recruitment process have been 
identified that may explain why new universities are recruiting a slightly higher proportion of 
female PVCs. These are outlined in turn below. 
Structural factors 
x The emphasis on teaching and learning and the student experience may create more 
opportunities for female managers since women tend to be congregated in these type of 
roles. (For example, the census data shows that 47% of female PVCs with a portfolio in the 
old universities and 66% in the new are in teaching and learning, student experience or 
access-related roles). For the same reason, institutions are more likely to attract more well-
qualified female candidates. 
x Conversely, the requirement of research-intensive old universities that their PVC 
candidates demonstrate a track record of research excellence limits the candidate pool and 
may disadvantage women with non-linear careers or who have taken a career break. 
x Senior management appointments from head of department upwards are made on a 
permanent basis in new universities rather than the fixed-term model which is still the norm 
in old universities. It was suggested by one or two VC interviewees that this gives women 
more opportunity to gain experience and confidence in a managerial role and to 
demonstrate this during the PVC recruitment process. 
x The fact that only a third of PVCs in new universities are professors, compared to 90% in 
the old universities, means that they are not limiting their candidate search to a male-
dominated professorial pool (only 22% of whom are women).  
Cultural factors 
x New universities were described as ³DIDPLO\FRPPXQLW\HQYLURQPHQW´9&with a culture 
based upon the principle of widening access. Such an environment had always valued 
women and provided opportunities for them to succeed. For this reason, new universities 







time out and stuff, ZHPHDQLW«´9& 
x Given an organisational culture predicated on a commitment to equality and diversity, VCs 
said they could not envisage an executive team that did not itself reflect those institutional 
values. The recruitment of a gender-balanced team was therefore a natural outcome. 
 




x New universities recruit their PVCs from a wider pool of candidates than their old university 
counterparts, including those from outside their own sub-sector and the professoriate.  
 
x Some VCs appeared more willing than their old university counterparts to take a risk on 
younger and less experienced candidates and to focus more on skills than experience. It 
was acknowledged that this may be more out of necessity than any particular diversity 
considerations as they cannot compete with Russell Group universities for top researchers. 
 
x New university VCs placed more of an emphasis on a values-based approach to 
recruitment in seeking PVC candidates who were comfortable with their institutional culture 
and ethos ± including equality and diversity. 
 
x Whereas VCs of old universities spoke about how they were firmly in charge of the 
selection decision, there was more of a sense with new university VCs of wanting to involve 





The involvement of a more diverse group of people in decision making may serve to reduce 
the risk of homosociability or appointing clones of the VC.   
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Recommendations for Improving Practice 
 
Based on the interviews with VCs and identified examples of good practice from this study, the 
following recommendations are proposed with the aim of improving PVC recruitment from a 
diversity perspective. Although the focus here is on women, it is anticipated that these proposals 
may aid the inclusion of candidates from other under-represented groups. 
1. Bring together an appointments panel whose composition is a visible manifestation of the 
LQVWLWXWLRQ¶VFRPPLWPHQWWRHTXDOLW\DQGGLYHUVLW\.  
2. Ensure that all members have received recruitment training, including for unconscious bias.  
3. Involve HR and/or equality and diversity managers throughout the process in an advisory 
capacity. 
4. Make the recruitment SURFHVVLWVHOI³DQLQFOXVLYHDQGLQYROYLQJSURFHVV´E\LQYROYLQJD
variety of university ± and external ± staff and taking their views into account. 
5. Monitor the demographic of candidates at each stage of the recruitment process. 
6. Keep recruitment procedures under continual review.  
7. If using an ESA, ensure due diligence is performed on their equality and diversity track 
record and procedures DQGWKDWWKH\DUHDZDUHRIWKHLQVWLWXWLRQ¶VRZQSROLFLHVDQG
expectations in this regard. 
8. Utilise a variety of candidate assessment methods (for example written and practical 
exercises and psychometric testing) in order to rHGXFHWKHSRWHQWLDOIRU³V\VWHmatic 
GLVFULPLQDWLRQ´ (VC4) that may arise from over-reliance on a single form of assessment, 
particularly the formal panel interview (which may advantage men). 
9. Encourage and support applications from internal candidates. 
10. Ensure the person specification and selection criteria are both necessary and proportionate 
and do not in appropriately disadvantage ± or exclude ± particular types of candidate. 
11. Give due weight to skills and competences as well as experience. 
12. Scrutinise decision making and challenge preconceived and subjective QRWLRQVRIµILW¶DQG
µPHULW¶WKDWOLPLWwho may be FRQVLGHUHGWKHµEHVW¶FDQGLGDWHIRUWKHMRE. As discussed in the 
introduction, universities place great faith in the ideal of meritocracy and this is often seen 
as more important than that of inclusion. In reality, the two need not be in tension provided 






SRLQWDORQJWKHOLQH7KHUH¶VVRPHWKLQJZURQJZLWK\RXUGHILnition of best. <RX¶YHJRWVRPH
PRWHLQ\RXUH\H\RX¶UHPLVVLQJVRPHWKLQJYHU\VLJQLILFDQW\RX¶UHSULRULWLVLQJLQDQ
XQEDODQFHGZD\LW¶VEHFDXVH\RX¶UHHQJDJLQJLQVRPHWKLQJZKLFKLVVWUXFWXUDO7KHUH¶V
just too many brilliantly able women for every person in that team to be male.  You might 
have 60 percent men, 40 percent women, you might have it the other way round, you might 
fluctuate over a period of time within, you know, the ranges.  You might even be 
occasionally two standard deviations away from WKHDYHUDJHEHFDXVHWKDW¶VWKHZD\WKH
FRRNLHFUXPEOHV%XWWRKDYHDUHDOO\SHUVLVWHQWGLIIHUHQFHVRPHWKLQJHOVHLVRQDQG\RX¶UH
making a really big mistake.  So the meritocratic approach is right intellectually.  But I would 
say, look very carefully DW\RXUFULWHULDRIDSSRLQWPHQWDQGGRQ
WWKLQN\RX¶UHQRWSXWWLQJLQ
something which is structurally discriminatory by what skills you prioritise over others.  That 






This study has illustrated that new universities have a somewhat more demographically and 
professionally diverse PVC cohort than the old universities. However, the reality is that PVCs 
across both sub-sectors remain a fairly homogenous population, comprising predominantly white 
men. Moreover, even though numbers of women are higher in the new universities, the census 
data illustrates the fact that job segregation persists with the majority of female PVCs employed 
in teaching and learning and student experience-related, rather than the more prestigious 
research, portfolios. In fact, this pattern is more marked in new than old universities. 
The old universities are increasingly moving to adopt external open competition for some or all of 
their PVC posts. Although not a bad thing in itself, there is some evidence that the introduction of 
this appointment method is having some detrimental effect on women compared to an internal-
only recruitment process. My previous work (Shepherd 2015) has suggested that the reasons for 
this include a risk-averse to external recruitment that favours experienced candidates, ideally 
those already doing a PVC job elsewhere. 7KHXVHRI(6$VKDVSHUPLWWHGWKHµWDSSLQJXS¶ of this 
type of candidate leading to a recirculation of PVCs from institution to institution, generally up the 
prestige ladder. This limits opportunities for talented but less experienced women. 
It is interesting that external open competition does not appear to disadvantage female 
candidates in the same way in the new universities and so it may be valuable for their older 
counterparts to take note of their recruitment practice. With that in mind, it is hoped that the 
recommendations in this report may help inform future policy and practice in both sub-sectors. 
For meaningful change to occur however, it will be necessary for appointment committees to 
review not only their procedures but also the attitudes and assumptions that underpin them. 
In research terms, this study raises as many questions as answers and much work remains to be 
done in this under-researched and under-theorised area. In particular, more empirical work is 
required to investigate the apparently gendered nature of the recruitment process ± including the 
influence of ESAs, the framing of the posts (via the job description), and how merit is defined (via 





Appendix 1: Sample data capture form for census of PVCs 
Post 
 
DVC PVC PVC 
Portfolio/Area 
 
Strategic Planning Global Engagement Research and 
Innovation 
Professor? Y Dr Y 
Gender M F M 





Sonal Minocha John Fletcher 
Month of appt  June Feb 




Assistant VC and 
Dean 
Executive Dean Head, Graduate 
School 
Institution University of 
Wales, Newport 
Bedfordshire Bournemouth 
Subject IT Management Economics 
Advertised? Nov 2010 Dec 2013 Dec 2013 
Search Agent Sax Bam Sax Bam Sax Bam 
 
Institution:  Bournemouth     
Data accessed:   16 June 2016 





Appendix 2: English universities included in the census of PVCs 
Pre-1992 institutions (n=42) Post-1992 institutions (n=50) 
Aston Anglia Ruskin 
Bath Bath Spa 
Birkbeck Bedfordshire 




Cambridge Canterbury Christ Church 






Hull De Montfort 
Imperial East London 






Liverpool Leeds Beckett 
Loughborough Leeds Trinity 
LSE Lincoln 
Manchester Liverpool Hope 
Newcastle Liverpool John Moores 
Nottingham London Metropolitan 
Open University London South Bank 
Oxford Manchester Metropolitan 
Queen Mary Middlesex 
Reading Northampton 
Royal Holloway Northumbria 
Salford Nottingham Trent 




UCL Sheffield Hallam 




York  Sunderland 
 Teeside 
 UWE 











Appendix 3: Interview consent form 




You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Sue Shepherd, who is a Post-Doctoral 
Research Associate at the School of Social Policy, Sociology and Social Research (SSPSSR) at the University 
of Kent.  Professor Sarah Vickerstaff is acting as university mentor for the project.  Dr Shepherd is 
conducting this investigation as part of a Research Award funded by the Society for Research in Higher 
Education (SRHE). You have been invited to participate in this study because you are a vice chancellor of a 
post-1992 English university.  Your participation is entirely voluntary.  Please read the information below 
and feel free to ask any questions you may have before deciding whether or not to participate.  
1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
This study aims to provide an empirical evidence base and set of recommendations to support higher 
education practitioners improve the quality and diversity of their senior management appointments. Its 
specific objectives include the following: 
x dŽŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞĐƵƌƌĞŶƚWsĂƉƉŽŝŶƚŵĞŶƚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞŝŶĂƐĂŵƉůĞŽĨ ‘ŶĞǁ ?ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝties and compare 
ƚŚŝƐǁŝƚŚƌĞĐĞŶƚŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĚĂƚĂĨƌŽŵ ‘ŽůĚ ?ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚŝĞƐŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽĂƐĐĞƌƚĂŝŶĂŶǇĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐŝŶ
approach 
x dŽŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐŽĨŐŽŽĚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞĂŶĚĂŶǇůĞƐƐŽŶƐƚŚĂƚ ‘ŽůĚ ?ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚŝĞƐĞŵďĂƌŬŝŶŐƵƉŽŶĂŶ
external open competition process for WsƉŽƐƚƐĐĂŶůĞĂƌŶĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨ ‘ŶĞǁ ?
universities (and vice versa)  
x To make recommendations, with reference to this and other relevant recent research, about how 
ĂƉƉŽŝŶƚŵĞŶƚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞŵĂǇďĞŝŵƉƌŽǀĞĚƚŽŚĞůƉƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚŝĞƐĂƉƉŽŝŶƚƚŚĞ ‘ďĞƐƚ ‘WsƐ drawn from 
the widest possible talent pool. 
 
2. PROCEDURES 
If you volunteer to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview 
lasting no more than one hour. 
 
3. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 If you volunteer to be in this study, you may withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind. You 
may also refuse to answer any questions you do not want to answer.  
 
4. POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
It is not anticipated that you will benefit directly from participation in this study.  However, by furthering 
understanding of the gender-related implications of recent changes to the appointment of senior 
managers, it is hoped that opportunities to improve current management practice within universities may 
be identified. 
 
5. POTENTIAL HARM OR DETRIMENT 
We do not anticipate that your participation in this research will result in any harm or detriment.  The 
researcher is, however, mindful of the potential risk to participants of any unintended public disclosure of 
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their identity in relation to the research findings.  In order to mitigate this risk, every effort will be made 
not to breach the anonymity of research participants in any form of publication of the research findings.  
No comments will be individually or institutionally attributed. 
 
6. RESPONSIBLE HANDLING OF DATA   
The researcher will comply with all legal requirements in relation to the secure storage and use of 
personal data as set down by the Data Protection Act (1998).  Any personal data relating to you that is 
obtained in connection with this study, including audio recordings, will be disclosed to third parties only 
with your permission or as required by law.   
 
7. CONFIDENTIALITY AND ANONYMITY 
The confidentiality of personal data will be maintained throughout the research process by means of a 
coding system.  Your name will not be used in any of the information arising from this study or in any of 
the research reports.  When the study is finished, the list that shows which code number goes with your 
name will be destroyed and any audio recording deleted.   Information that can identify you individually 
will not be released to anyone outside the study.  Dr Shepherd will, however, use the non-attributed 
information collected in her research report and other publications.   
 
8. ETHICS 
dŚŝƐƐƚƵĚǇǁŝůůďĞĐŽŶĚƵĐƚĞĚĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂŶĚ^ŽĐŝĂůZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚŽƵŶĐŝů ?^Z ? ?ƐFramework 
for Research Ethics (2010). 
 
9. IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact: 
 
Dr Sue Shepherd      Professor Sarah Vickerstaff 
Principal Investigator     Professor of Work and Employment  
SSPSSR       University of Kent 
University of Kent     Canterbury 
Canterbury      Kent  CT2 7NF  
Kent  CT2 7NF      s.a.vickerstaff@kent.ac.uk 
s.j.shepherd-62@kent.ac.uk       
 
 












Appendix 4: Interview schedule for post-1992 vice chancellors 
 
x What is the composition of your executive management team? 
x Are PVC posts made on a fixed-term or open-ended basis and what is the rationale for this? 
 
x How were the PVCs appointed (talk through the recruitment and selection process)? 
x What form did the candidate assessment take (e.g. presentation, panel interview)? 
x Does the same process apply to all posts and, if not, what is the rationale for this (e.g. is it because 
they are different types of post)? 
x What factors do you consider in making the decision between an internal-only and an external 
appointment process? 
x Who would typically be involved in the appointment and would they undertake any training? 
x What do you think are the strengths of your approach and are there any examples of good practice? 
x Are there any issues or areas for improvement? 
 
x Is it you as VC who decides on the appointment method and who is selected? 
x /ƐŝƚƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐƚŚĂƚsƐĂƌĞŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇŝŶĐŚĂƌŐĞŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?Ğ ?Ő ?ĐůŽŶŝŶŐ ? ‘Ĩŝƚ ? ? ? 
 
x What is your rationale for using executive search agents  ? or not? 
x What are the pros and cons of using them from a diversity perspective?  
x To what extent would concern for diversity (esp. in relation to gender) factor into your decision 
making? 
 
x What are the key requirements for a PVC? 
x Do any of these disadvantage women or other underrepresented groups? 
 
x How open are you to considering non-academic candidates, from inside or outside HE? 
x What was the candidate mix for your most recent PVC appointment? 
 
x Is the lack of demographic and/or professional diversity problematic? And, if so, is there more the 
sector could be doing to improve the PVC appointment process? 
x Why do you think that post-1992 universities have a more diverse PVC cohort? 
 
x Are there any lessons that pre-1992 universities can learn from the experience of the post-1992 
sector? 
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